THE    LAND   OF   THE   EAGLE

To return to the Sbar Ussuy the valley through
which the river flows is at the foot of the snow-covered
Bogdo-Ul (Holy Mountain), which is 10,000 feet high
and the tallest peak of the Hangai Range. According
to popular belief, the top of Bogdo-UI is covered, under
the snow, with huge nuggets of gold. Vladimirov
seemed to know a great deal about this.

"An English traveller," he told me, "heard about
the legend and came here to see for himself. That
was before the war, when there was a death penalty
for setting foot on Bogdo-U/9 unless one had special
permission from one of the High Priests. Well, one
night the Englishman started to climb the mountain.
The members of a passing caravan saw him in the
moonlight, but dared not follow for fear of the
consequences. One main galloped off to the nearest
monastery, in order to ask the lamas' advice what to
do if they should catch the sacrilegious stranger
when he descended from the mountain,

"Meanwhile the Englishman kept on climbing
higher and higher, stumbling every now and then,
and dislodging pieces of rock which went thundering
down the slope, but doggedly continuing on his way.

"Suddenly a column as of white steam, shot up
from the snow-cap covering the peak of Bogdo-UL
The mass of snow slowly began to slide downwards;
then, gathering speed, it rolled down the slope with
a dull, rumbling crash, collecting mote snow and
boulders as it went. There was a nerve-shattering cry
in the night, then silence. The Mongolians said that
the spirit of the mountain had punished the foolhardy